
42 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION

THE DEPARTMENTS: MARINE CORPS

By Gina Harkins 

TECHNOLOGY ON THE BATTLEFIELD 
is changing faster than ever, and 
the U.S. Marine Corps is gearing 
up for a more complex fight. 

Hundreds of infantry Marines 
have been carrying out hyper-realistic 
war games while equipped with high-tech 

robots, drones and self-driving vehicles. 
Their mission: to use the gear to defeat a 
near-peer enemy at the same time tech-
savvy militants cause unrest in the region. 

It’s a scenario similar to that in eastern 
Ukraine in 2014, when Russia annexed the 
Crimean peninsula, when a large country’s 
military moved in against rebels.  

The experiments, which have been 
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Marines test new gear to take on
tech-savvy enemies

FIGHTING
SMARTER playing out in California’s Mojave Desert 

this summer and fall, marked the start of a 
new 10-year plan designed to help Marines 
keep their edge on the battlefield.  

“The character of warfare is changing,” 
said Lt. Gen. Robert Walsh, the head 
of Marine Corps Combat Development 
Command. “When you look at what’s going 
on around the globe, you can see — with 
the proliferation of technology and the 
threats that are out there today — that it’s 
becoming more like a peer threat.” 

While Marines were busy fighting 
insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
potential adversaries were watching, Walsh 
said. Countries such as Russia, China and 
Iran have identified the U.S. military’s 
strengths — and its weaknesses. Some of 
those countries now have precision-guided 
weapons, improved information warfare 
capabilities and the ability to carry out 

sophisticated cyberattacks, he added.  
“All of the sudden you look around and 

you say, ‘Wow, there are some capabilities 
out there that we’re not really set up to 
operate against very well,’ ” Walsh said.  

At the same time, tools such as 
unmanned aerial vehicles and night-vision 
devices have become easier to obtain , 
which allows the enemy to operate in areas  
the U.S. military once dominated. State- 
and non-state actors can now quickly 
purchase these inexpensive items online. 
The Islamic State group has been flying 
small unmanned aircraft over northern 
Iraq to collect intelligence. The terror 
group is also using drones as weapons. In 
October, The New York Times reported that 
two Kurdish fighters were killed when the 
small IS drone they captured blew up as 
they tried to dismantle it.

In order to win future fights, the Marines 

A Marine holds 
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veloped “Black 
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manned aerial 
system during 

a high-tech 
training exercise 

in California in 
August.
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are now turning to a method they’ve relied 
on in the past: innovation.  

“We know from our history that when 
we innovate well, we do well in the next 
war,” Walsh said. 

BOTTOM-UP INNOVATION
When Marines are between major wars,  

they are always trying to “look over the 
next hill,” said Lt. Col. Dan Schmitt, futures 
analyst at the Marine Corps Warfighting 
Laboratory, based at Marine Corps Base 
Quantico in Virginia. 

With technology changing so rapidly, 
thinking about the next combat environ-
ment is crucial, he said. That’s why the 
Marine Corps Warfighting Laboratory 
(MCWL) — which is tasked with “shaping 
tomorrow’s Marine Corps” for future op-
erations, according to its mission statement   
— is not only observing the experimental 
war games in California but also hosting 
service-wide innovation challenges and 
disruptive-thinking conferences.  

“Our best ideas come from the bottom 
up,” Schmitt said. “They come from within 
our ranks and from the people standing 
next to us — not necessarily from the top 
down.” 

In order to create a playground of 
sorts for innovative thinking, Marines 
experimenting with the new gear during 
this year’s exercises weren’t told how or 
when to use the technology, said Maj. Jason 
Dempsey, the Warfighting Lab’s  operations 
officer. 

“We said, ‘Hey, you guys get dropped 
into this environment, how do you 
operate?’ ” he recalled.

They watched as the Marines used the 
gear in ways that made the Marines more 
lethal and more likely to survive, Dempsey 
said. They flew small micro-drones that 
fit into the palms of 
their hands out ahead 
of the squads to collect 
intelligence. They sent 
armed robots into 
enemy tunnels and used 
self-driving tanks to 
move heavy equipment 
they carry into combat. 

In all, the Marines 
were given 33 different 
types of equipment to 
try,  but instead of being 
overwhelmed by the 
gear, Walsh said, they 
wanted more. Today’s 
Marines are comfortable using new 
technology, he said, and they integrate it 
into their missions in creative ways. 

That could change the future makeup 
of the Marine Corps as leaders observe 
whether infantry units need new personnel 
to focus on integrating the new gear. 

At the squad level, for example, the 
Marines are experimenting with adding 
another person to the traditional 13-person 

unit.  That Marine would be responsible for 
coordinating the team’s use of unmanned 
technologies. 

On a larger scale, Marine Corps leaders 
are weighing whether to boost the size 
of the service’s cyber or intelligence 
fields as warfare gets more technical. 
Walsh and other leaders are conducting a 
force-structure review that will determine 
whether the Marine Corps needs to invest 
in more tech-savvy fields while decreasing 
the size of others.

In a time of global and budgetary 
uncertainty, Schmitt said he’s encouraged 

by the way the Marine 
Corps is carrying out 
these experiments. 

“What I’m seeing is 
my peers and superiors 
really leaning on the 
younger generation of 
Marines to keep bringing 
good ideas up,” he said. 
“That’s encouraging.” 

GET GEAR FAST 
One of the most 

immediate changes the 
Marine Corps can make 
to remain competitive is 

to get new equipment into Marines’ hands 
faster.

Too often, Walsh said, the Marines 
are fielding gear that’s already outdated 
because technology changes so fast. Much 
of what the Marines need is available 
“off the shelf,” he said, but the military’s 
acquisition process is so complicated 
there’s often a better version available by 
the time the gear makes it to them.  

“If the Marine Corps is buying an iPhone 
6 today, the 7 has already come out,” Walsh 
said.  “And the 7 has more technology.” 

The enemy is not restrained by strict 
acquisition processes when it comes to 
buying new technology, Dempsey said.

“They have the ability to equip 
themselves in a day by ordering something 
online, but we — as a Marine Corps and as 
a military — have to wait seven years to 
field equipment,” he said. “I think we’re 
doing the Marines and our Marine Corps a 
disservice when we have to wait that long.” 

As a fix, Walsh said he is looking into 
rapid prototyping, which would allow the 
Marine Corps to quickly buy small batches 
of equipment that can be used experi-
mentally.  The military often waits for a 100 
percent fix, Dempsey said, but there’s 
often equipment available immediately that 
will meet 90 percent of the service’s needs.  

Dakota Wood, a retired Marine officer 
and senior research fellow for defense 
programs at the Heritage Foundation, a 
conservative think tank in Washington, 
D.C., said the Marine Corps’ innovation 
efforts are “just what is needed at this time 
of extraordinary technological upheaval.” 

Having the ability to experiment with 
new gear before the next battle will 
improve Marines’ ability to execute their 
mission, he added.  

“It is very hard, if not impossible, to 
know beforehand what specific advance-
ment in capability a given technology 
will deliver, hence the importance of 
experimentation in a broad set of condi-
tions,” Wood said. “The Corps seems to be 
committed to this and I think this is a very 
good thing.” 
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A LOOK AT 2016
uTwelve Marines were killed 
in January when two CH-53E 
Super Stallion heavy-lift helicopters 
collided off the coast of Hawaii during 
a nighttime training mission. A report 
released in October listed the cause 
as a combination of pilot error, poor 
training and command problems.  

▼ In March, about 100 members  of 
the 26th Marine Expeditionary Unit 
were sent into Iraq to guard a local 
base ahead of the effort to retake 
Mosul from the Islamic State group. 
Staff Sgt. Louis Cardin, a 27-year-old 
field artilleryman, was killed during a 
rocket attack.

uTwo women were approved for 
transfer into infantry jobs in May after 
the Marine Corps opened all positions 
to female troops. One of the women 
requested to become a machine 
gunner and the other a rifleman.   

uIn June, the Marine Corps 
announced that the word “man” 
would be stripped from 19 job titles. 
The move followed a push by Navy 
Secretary Ray Mabus to make all  
service titles gender-neutral. 

uThe Marine Corps took steps in 
September to improve the environ-
ment at the fabled Marine Corps 
Recruit Depot Parris Island in South 
Carolina after an investigation into 
a recruit’s death there uncovered 
allegations of hazing and abuse. The 
recruit, Raheel Siddiqui, jumped a 
stairwell railing and fell   nearly 40 feet 
to his death just days after he arrived 
at boot camp in March. 

uThe Marine Corps announced in 
October that a force of about 300 
would be sent to Norway in 2017, just 
1,000 miles from Russia’s border. 

— Gina Harkins
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“Our best ideas 
come from the 
bottom up. They 
come from within 
our ranks.” 

— Lt. Col. Dan Schmitt, 
Marine Corps 

Warfighting Lab
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Marines rush to provide support in the all-terrain MRZR, a tactical vehicle designed for 
extreme conditions, during a training exercise in California in August.


